This paper covers those aspects of modern interfaces which expand and enhance the way in which people interact with computers, like multi-touch table systems, presence-detection led displays and interactive virtualized real-life environments. It elaborates on how disabled or conditioned people take great advantage of natural interaction as interfaces adapt to their needs; interfaces which can be focused towards memory, cognitive or physical deficiencies. Applications size-up to serve specific users with customized tools and options, and are aware while taking into account the state and situation of the individual.
Disappearing Interfaces
Ubiquitous computing [1] represents an actual view of what information technologies may very well transform into in a near future. As interfaces fade into the background, taking part in our every move without us noticing, new ways of interaction soar to give power to the users where and when they need it. Natural interaction enables infinite possibilities and fills in the gaps for those with special needs. In an environment of passive-intelligent computing no one is left behind and personal limits can be easily forgotten.
The Necessity of Ubiquity
In classic terms, an interface is a point of connection between humans and machines, located in a specific place from which people can communicate with a computerized system in order to get things done. This traditional concept may be already outdated, and as technology changes we are beginning to discover new definitions for interfaces.
First of all, an interface should not be thought of as a "place" in which to work at, but as an inherited capacity that we have to communicate with the system. It should not depend on where we are or what specific task we want to achieve.
This concept of the system instead of a computer evolves from the fact that the average number of computers in a room keeps steadily increasing and, in order to maintain an environment of ubiquitous computing, will augment until we reach a point in which hundreds of computers will come to be "invisible to common awareness. People will use them unconsciously to accomplish everyday tasks" [2].
Transparency and Intuition
The whole point of having disappearing interfaces [3] in ubiquitous computing is not for people to change their lifestyle into constantly giving feedback to every machine which surrounds them, but rather quite the opposite. It is the system, through it's multiple sensors and communications, who "knows" what's happening in the environment under which it operates. It would be logical to think that there is a great deal of changes to be made in the way computers behave and organize in order for this to happen, but we would be wrong. Even though it is the computers which need to enter the human world and not the opposite, the main adaptation needed for the disappearance of interfaces needs to take part in human psychology.
People should not need to change their lifestyle in an abrupt manner in order to be integrated into the system, and the best way they could help with the transition is to demand things to stay as close to traditional as possible, in a functional way. This means that their presence should alter and create sufficient input for the system without adding new routines in order to achieve tasks that they normally expect to do.
Lets imagine a man of advanced age at home. His condition would have required the assistance of a nursemaid in order to achieve certain tasks, but his house equips a complete set of sensor mechanisms and computers setup to help him in what he may need. For example, he may need to be reminded to get his keys and turn off the lights when going for a walk. The system, when alerted by the main door being opened, will do a quick check on lights and key-hanger status, and play an acoustic signal so that the man is notified on remaining tasks before exiting. On hearing this signal (which may consist of a voice message), the man will effectively have been reminded to turn off the lights and get his keys.
His intuitive actions did not differ from those made in case his house had not been equipped with the intelligent system but, even so, they were correctly acquired by the sensors and the adequate signal was processed and sent to him. Not only did the system detect the problematic situation, but it also would have noticed when this situation was resolved.
